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Haileigh Robertson, Sophie Goggins and Sam Alberti, National Museums Scotland 
 
Report on a workshop held at the National Museum of Scotland, 6 June 2017 
Executive Summary  
On 6 June 2017 a group of museum professionals with shared interests in contemporary 
collecting science, technology and medicine assembled at the National Museum of 
Scotland to share best practice and lessons learned in this area. After presentations 
from some of those involved in Scottish collections, different perspectives were provided 
(UK-wide, from learning, and from another discipline).The workshop concluded with a 
roundtable discussion during which all participants reflect on the strengths and 
weaknesses of the sector. This report includes summaries and commentaries of the 
presentations and a round-up of the discussion.  
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Objectives 
 Knowledge transfer across regions, institutions and disciplines 
 A basis for national-level collection development collaboration  
 To consider best practice and ways of working with contemporary material 
 Stimulate research on/with/about contemporary science, technology and 
medicine 
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Scottish Science, Technology and Medicine 
 
Sam Alberti, Tacye Phillipson & Alison Taubman  
National Museums Scotland Science & Technology 
 
 
  
‘Something could be modern or it could be in a museum’, the writer and collector 
Gertrude Stein is said to have observed, ‘but it could not be both’. Museums today 
struggle against this misconception, and those who manage science, technology and 
medicine (STM) collections also face particular challenges: hazards, scale, immateriality 
and complexity. But we should focus on the opportunities presented by the material 
culture of 21st century STM. Exhibitions can use contemporary material to tell stories as 
well as explain technicalities.  We can connect with visitors using everyday objects or put 
‘difficult’ material into context, while starting from a place of familiarity for visitors, whom 
we know can find STM daunting. In so doing we can challenge their ideas of what a 
museum does. We are especially interested in the opportunities for research: the 
research required before an acquisition, the research enabled by new acquisitions, and 
museological research around the process of acquisition itself. We will use examples 
from galleries in the National Museum of Scotland redisplayed in 2016, and from our 
current collecting initiatives. What can artefacts tell us about 21st century STM, and what 
can we learn from other disciplines? 
 
Commentary 
 
This presentation comprised three case studies, each representing both the value and 
challenges of contemporary as experienced by the Science & Technology curators at the 
National Museum of Scotland. Alison Taubman, Principal Curator of Communications, 
told a tale of two phones: an iPhone 3G and an iPhone 3GS. Whilst Apple iPhones are 
already a design classic, and represent smart phones in the museum collection, we face 
the challenge of bringing to life these ubiquitous objects which by some may be 
perceived as mundane. We meet this challenge by exploring the stories associated with 
seemingly basic artefacts. The 3G phone belonged to Mike Daily, the designer of Simply 
Solitaire, which was Apple’s top free title of 2011. This captures both the aforementioned 
international story, but also a Scottish one pertaining to the Dundee gaming industry. 
The 3GS was used by a photojournalist David Guttenfelder who used the phone to post 
images to Instagram and built up a fan base through social media.  
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Tacye Phillipson, Senior Curator of Science, discussed a mini mouse kidney grown from 
stem cells from a mouse embryo, made by Dr Jamie Davies and Dr Melanie Lawrence, 
University of Edinburgh, 2015. The museum would indeed like to collect around stem 
cell research. This object could potentially become a treasure, as this fascinating story is 
in its infancy. However the story is essential to this object, and it is uncertain whether the 
story will keep or whether the slide will simply become one of many. Sam Alberti, Keeper 
of Science and Technology, discussed co-collecting. There is a potential to build long-
term partnerships with a view to effective contemporary collecting. One method is ‘post-
it’ collecting, i.e. marking up equipment and materials we would like from a company or 
individual when they are done with it. Much of the material pertinent to STM subjects is 
very large or very small, presenting a new set of challenges. We cannot acquire a 
complete oil rig but we can acquire a flare tip.  
 
 
 
Martin Bellamy & Heather Robertson, Glasgow Museums Transport & Technology 
 
 
 
 
Martin Bellamy explored the origins of Glasgow Museums Transport and Technology 
section and the evolution of the collection, and its interpretation, over time. When the 
museum opened in the 1870s the collection was a modern one, with historical objects for 
context which had three main priorities: to showcase Glasgow industrial prowess; to 
inspire and educate workers in industry; and to be a public visitor attraction. He also 
explored the nature of curatorship, with early curators being drawn from industry and 
interpreting the collection predominantly for their peers, while more recent curators are 
more focussed on bringing the collections alive to a more general audience. This has 
had a significant impact on the types of object that are collected and the kind of 
information that is recorded about them. 
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Heather Robertson shared a case study of community collecting between Riverside and 
Scottish Showpeople. Glasgow is home to the largest group of showpeople in Europe, 
with a number directly across the water from Riverside museum. The project began in 
2013 and the group met fortnightly, exploring the collection and adding additional 
information. Glasgow Museums went on to collect nine oral histories, seven fully 
accessioned and 7 prop objects from the Showpeople community. Other outcomes were 
a free annual Christmas fair and new displays at Riverside and Kelvinhall. One of the 
reasons Glasgow Museums’ believe the project was a success is because they worked 
with the community group for years and as a result they understood the various 
restrictions museums are under. Showpeople were donors, creators and text writers for 
the new displays.  
 
Commentary  
 
The collaborating community group donated historical artefacts and also created objects 
to gift to Glasgow Museums: discussants questioned whether the objects made bespoke 
for Glasgow Museums should be viewed differently from objects accessioned in the 
more traditional manner. Some objects for the displays in Glasgow Museums were 
acquired, while some were assigned prop numbers.  At the decision of the community 
group, it was not signposted to visitors that the project had been co-curated. However 
the displays and the manner of their curation received much local press attention. 
Accessioned objects like the Traveller’s water can are collected and accessioned in 
order to put into context the more overtly transport related objects such as the steam 
traction engine, also in the display.  Glasgow Museums’ strategy is to make 
supplementary information, like oral histories, available on the object (main acquisition) 
record. Social history forms a part of the acquisition but not an independent one. Martin’s 
parting comment was that different institutions have different priorities and would argue 
that all museums together make a whole. Different collections can tell similar stories in 
their own voice.  
 
Neil Curtis, University of Aberdeen Museums 
 
This presentation focused on a Recognition Fund project to improve documentation and 
storage of the University of Aberdeen’s scientific instruments collection. As well as 
describing the project, a number of issues of broader relevance were noted: 
 
 What is the best source of expertise for a collections review, especially one 
leading to disposal? How can those who have been responsible for developing 
the collection to date contribute to a review? How can expert staff be employed, 
given that reviews are time-limited projects? Can reviews of individual collections 
be carried out in isolation from an understanding of collections elsewhere? 
 
 To what extent should previous (relatively recent) accessioning be regarded 
provisional if rigorous acquisition procedures were not followed? Is there scope 
for developing an intermediate category (between ‘accessioned’ and 
‘unaccessioned’) that would provisionally retain material but in storage conditions 
(‘deep storage’) that whilst not of a professional standard would be cheap and 
avoid irrevocable disposal decisions? 
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 How can material used for demonstration and handling be curated? How do the 
priorities of scientists, historians of science and museum curators differ, and 
(how) can they be reconciled? 
 
 
 
Commentary  
 
Neil Curtis focussed on the challenges of contemporary collecting, relating to the 
University of Aberdeen Museum’s collection of historic scientific instruments. The 
materials from the twentieth century were gathered with the intention to recreate a 1940s 
laboratory. However, storage has become a critical issue and the museum is under 
increasing pressure from the university to reduce the size of the collection. The museum 
aims to improve and rationalise storage, and to inventory, identify and photograph their 
objects which will enhance the reach of the collections. He discussed approaches to 
reviewing the collection, including the identification of ‘star items’ and artefacts of 
national significance (such as the first MRI machine, proudly forming part of the 
collection), as well as identifying low value, hazardous or broken objects for potential 
disposal. Adding Machines, for example, have been marked as being great in number 
but of little significance and thus are at risk of disposal. Importantly, he raised the 
following questions: can a collections review be objective? Should it be done by 
someone with no vested interest in the collection? Concerns were raised over the latter 
question, and someone with an interest in the collection, who has an in depth knowledge 
of its contents and their significance, is perhaps in the best position to undertake a 
review.  
 
 
  
 6 
 
Other Perspectives 
 
Clare Meakin & Sophie Goggins, National Museums Scotland Science & 
Technology, on Audiences 
 
 
 
How do audiences engage with contemporary STM objects? The National Museum of 
Scotland recently completed a two-year science engagement programme which aimed 
to engage schools, family and adult audiences with the stories and objects presented in 
the new Science & Technology galleries which opened in July 2016. Three case studies 
from the STM engagement programme were presented: an orthopaedic surgery inspired 
handling collection; a secondary school day of activities around genome sequencing; the 
development of a software interactive around genotypes/phenotypes and a ‘Science 
Saturday’ on anatomy delivered with an external partner. Each of the case studies 
examined different ways in which objects were used to engage different audiences. The 
group then reviewed some potential areas for future development including 
developments in evaluation and engagement with objects, examples of best practice in 
contemporary object engagement from across the sector and potential ways of engaging 
audiences of the future. 
 
Commentary  
 
We have gathered evidence that suggests our audiences like to see contemporary 
material as part of displays which show the evolution of the object over time In this and 
other respects we should think about the acquisition to engagement pathway. This 
presentation raised critical concerns about learning and engagement projects in STM: 
how important is the museum and/ or its collections to these events? Offering a useful 
analogy, Xerxes Mazda discussed the British Museum’s ‘virtual autopsy’ of Egyptian 
mummies which presents an example of collections-based engagement with technology 
and STM issues.  
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Selina Hurley, Science Museum Group, on the Science Museum Group Medicine 
Galleries Project 
 
 
 
Contemporary collecting at the Science Museum Group encompasses a range of 
practices and definitions. The question of who does contemporary collecting is 
particularly pertinent at SMG, which has both a curatorial and a contemporary science 
team. The latter pursue short-term loans for ‘of the moment’ objects, many of which 
never enter the permanent collections. This is sometimes due to a lack of 
communication between teams, a reluctance of lenders willing to become donors, or in 
some cases the objects simply are not suitable for the permanent collections. In SMG 
contemporary collecting has traditionally occurred in reaction to a gap in the collections 
identified by the development of an exhibition or permanent gallery, new focuses in 
collecting policies or in reaction to STEM events and innovations. Alongside the objects, 
oral histories, photographs and films capture the personal stories that curators often 
wish they had for historic objects. Projects have been both local to SMG institutions, 
such as the National Science and Media Museum’s acquisition of the ‘Yogcast studio’, 
and international, including the Science Museum’s collection of the experience of 
National Immunisation Days in India. Each museum within the group has set their future 
themes and priorities for collecting – including an emphasis on the everyday, the 
extraordinary, and people’s stories.  
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Commentary 
 
Selina discussed case-studies in contemporary collecting from across the Science 
Museum Group, but with a focus on the Medicine Galleries Project. They face the 
challenge of ‘future-proofing’ the gallery, which have a projected 25 year span. She 
discussed polio, for example, which is on the brink of eradication but not quite there yet 
– how should this be represented? Two SMG staff travelled to India to collect material 
culture and accompanying stories for ‘the last days of polio’ – contrary to their 
expectations, a teacup was deemed the most significant item. Contemporary objects can 
also be challenging to collect as many of them are still in use. The recently acquired da 
Vinci, which was used for ‘robot surgery’, contains some replacement components owing 
to the original parts being lost or reused over its use-life.   
 
The Museum of Science and Industry in Manchester put on a successful exhibition on 
graphene, but how do they tell the stories of an object which is practically invisible? Their 
solution was to collect a range of material culture, such as sellotape dispensers, which 
may seem mundane but actually formed  a critical part of the procedure for studying 
graphene (which could be picked up on sellotape, for example, but not with bare hands). 
How do you collect the intangible? Finally, Selina presented a description of Bradford’s 
National Museum of Science and Media collecting of the ‘Yogcast’ studio. Yogcast is the 
first British YouTube channel to reach 1 billion views and thus reflects the changing 
nature of broadcasting, but how do you represent that through collections? SMG chose 
to collect part of the studio suite used to film Yogcast along with oral histories and photo 
documentation. Contemporary collecting forms a big part of SMG’s strategy as they 
move forward and undertake a collections review.  
 
Rosina Buckland, National Museums Scotland World Cultures, on collecting 
contemporary Japanese art 
 
 
From HIRAMATSU Yasuki 平松保城, Mesh Series, 2012 
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National Museums Scotland has collected examples of the contemporary since its 
foundation in the mid- 19th century, and this includes examples of art and crafts from 
cultures beyond Europe. The Japanese collections began through purchase at auction 
or international exhibition and donation by Scots travelling or working in East Asia. Since 
the 1990s concerted efforts have been made to update the holdings, through collecting 
by commission, such as with the ceramic artist Kondo Takahiro who studied in 
Edinburgh; collecting in the field (Japan), where the speaker has interviewed jewellery 
artists Izawa Yoko and Taguchi Fumiki; and collecting by competition, such as the 
bamboo basketry piece purchased by the Art Fund. Shared principles across cultural 
and scientific/technological collections can be proposed, such as a thorough knowledge 
of the field, building personal relationships, catching producers at early stage of their 
career, making an informed selection of objects, and linking to other parts of the 
collection. 
 
Commentary  
 
Discussion afterwards centred on the difference between objects designed to be 
admired and objects designed to be used and how that influences the collection process. 
Rosina deals with artists who are familiar with museums, but art museums, and have 
very different ideas about display. Art raises interesting questions as it is made to be 
looked at where much of STM related artefacts, are in fact, made to be hidden.  
 
Round-table Discussion 
 
The round table discussion raised several themes experienced throughout the 
institutions involved in the workshop. Discussants were from National Museums 
Scotland unless stated otherwise.  
 
Risks 
 
Contemporary collecting was identified by participants as particularly risky in three 
senses. Firstly, the wonder-materials of today could be the danger-materials of the 
future, following a path similar to that of asbestos. Graphene, for example, could one day 
be discovered to have properties hazardous to health and environment, or could prove 
prone to deterioration. Secondly, museums must understand the risk associated with the 
nature of artefacts being collected. Curators must perforce predict what objects will 
stand the test of time, and be of interest to future audiences and researchers. Ultimately, 
acquiring and storing of objects over time requires resources and money and so 
museums must be careful in their acquisition process, and it can also be difficult to put 
objects through the disposal procedure. Thus owing to the nature of the risks of 
contemporary collecting, curators must be extra cautious when considering their 
strategies and targets for acquisitions.  
 
Challenges 
 
Sophie Goggins discussed a dialogue within National Museums Scotland, addressing 
common questions raised by donors with regards to intellectual property. Art and Design 
curators Georgina Ripley and Lisa Mason mentioned that IP issues are common when 
collecting fashion, particularly couture. Copyright concerns can affect the decisions of 
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prospective donors of contemporary items, and so museums must be able to address 
their concerns and ensure that no disputes arise following acquisition.  
 
Following Alison Taubman’s iPhone discussion, the audience discussed software 
preservation. The Science Museum Group and the Smithsonian Institution (US) are 
indeed collecting software but it is challenging, and of course we face the risk of digital 
obsolescence. This is a task being addressed by the Digital Preservation Coalition. We 
must also address the philosophical implications of software and digital collecting: are 
we creating an object where there isn’t/ wasn’t one? On this task particularly, libraries 
and archives must be actively involved and perhaps they are best equipped to address 
this collecting area. 
 
In the contemporary era of Science, Technology and Medicine, we are faced with a 
realm of extremes when it comes to material culture. Nano-technology and nano-science 
form a pivotal part of the sector just as much as massive machines and structures form 
its architecture. Both are difficult to collect, and require clever thinking with regards to 
acquisition, display and interpretation.  
 
Stuart Allan raised the concern that contemporary collecting and contemporary 
interpretation are not one and the same thing, and that we need to think carefully about 
how far a museum should take contemporary interpretation, particularly in gallery 
displays that are expected to last, with the logistic and financial implications which 
regular display changes carry. We should not lose sight of visitors’ interest in the past, in 
rarity and survival of unfamiliar objects as a driver for museum engagement.While 
museums are increasingly being expected to update displays to include new, fresh 
content the support, financial and legally, is not always there.  
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Strengths of the Sector 
 
Science, Technology and Medicine collections have the advantage of being especially 
suitable to learning and outreach programmes. Many companies, organisations, learning 
institutions and more want to engage audiences, particularly young audiences, in STM 
subjects. For that reason, they may be especially willing to work with Science and 
Technology museums, by supporting an event or donating equipment, for example. 
University of Dundee Museum are embarking on an ‘art-space project’, using STM 
inspired software-based artworks, which endeavours to engage broader audiences in 
STM topics. Louise Innes (National Museums Scotland) recounted that the acquisition of 
a hydrogen car was the product of three years of work and collaboration with the 
donating company. It may also be possible to co-curate between institutions. For 
example, the Dounreay power station control room is owned by both the Science 
Museum and National Museums Scotland. Co- collecting is identified as an area worthy 
of further investigation, and participants noted that this is an area with considerable 
funding potential. 
 
Moving Forward 
 
Underpinning the discussions throughout the day was the notion that science collecting 
does not stand alone; it is embedded within the wider sector, sharing concerns, skills 
and staff; and likewise contemporary collecting blends both the recent and the historical.  
 
Like other collections, science collections can play a role as ‘memory institutions’ 
relevant to the public interests, a point raised by Robert McWilliam (independent). 
Several contributors identified oral histories as a critical complement to their 
contemporary collections. They enable us to collect stories about objects and industries, 
and introduce those personal stories that are pivotal to modern museum displays. 
Lanarkshire museums, for example, are embarking on an oral histories project looking at 
farming, weaving and transport.  
 
Modern artefacts can be acquired by maintaining a ‘fleet-of-foot’ approach and working 
quickly to collect equipment no longer required by companies and innovators. A 
connection to associated universities could prove valuable. Nicky Reeves (The 
Hunterian) mentioned an increasing collaboration with the Hunterian and the (rest of) the 
University of Glasgow. Universities offer further opportunities for collections-based 
research and engagement, as well as the possibility for useful contacts and prospective 
donors.  
 
The round-table concluded with the discussion of sharing collecting policies so that 
Science, Technology, and Medicine museums and collections have a better idea of what 
each other are doing. This will facilitate the sharing of knowledge, expertise, and 
contacts but also may lead to the development of co-curating and larger and exciting 
joint projects across the board.  
 
Why contemporary collecting?  
 
The benefits of contemporary collecting in this area, as others, outweigh the 
considerable challenges. We can collaborate directly with creators and users, thinking 
hard about the value of new acquisitions for our current audiences. But we bear future 
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audiences in mind too: these materials will one day be part of history, and we have the 
opportunity now represent sections of society we have not in the past.  
 
Evaluation 
 
Participants evaluated the workshop on its completion, and the feedback was positive 
and encouraging. The multi-institution and multi-specialist range of the participants was 
a benefit. The following trends emerge. The participants attended in order to learn more 
about the efficient and successful pursuit of contemporary collecting. The experience 
raised new questions and patterns of thought amongst the audience, and they relished 
the opportunity to share knowledge, experiences and ideas with likeminded colleagues 
across the museum and heritage sector. 
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